The Safety Catch
Since Mr. Murrinkle, in asking him to tea, had said he wanted
to be told more, this question of John's seemed a reasonable one.
Mr. Murrinkle, however, showed signs of considerable alarm at the
possibility that someone else might be going to talk.
"No, no," he cried, waving a hand. "You rest. Sit back. I've got
it. I know what you think. I want to tell you what I think."
The waiter had arrived with the tea, and with a manner between
that of a conjuror and a high dignitary of the Church, set the tea-
things before them.
"You pour out," said Mr. Murrinkle, dividing the labour of the
occasion fairly. "And I'll talk."
John took up the tea-pot to obey, found the handle too hot,
wrapped his handkerchief round it, held it in mid-air and looked
at Mr. Murrinkle. The waiter looked pityingly on.
"Allow me, sir," he said, took the pot away from John, and
poured out two cups of tea, with a dignity that was a reproof to
both John and the tea-pot. His hand, like a disembodied member,
floated through the air and daintily took up the sugar tongs. He
asked the question with his head, eyes and firm lips. Mr. Murrinkle
held up four fingers. The poised hand made four light swoops to
the bowl and four delicate hovers above the steaming brew of
China. The episcopal face made no comment, but looked enquir-
ingly then at John.
"Two," said John. "If you please."
The two were conveyed and submerged with a graciousness that
just permitted an acknowledgment of the courtesy of an equal. The
ritual hand withdrew to the dark cliff of the body. Dissolution was
about to take place, when Mr. Murrinkle spoke.
"Here," he said. "What about milk?"
Something in the way the milk jug was taken up, the slightest
astonishment in the firm curve, struck Mr: Murrinkle.
"Y6u don't mind us having milk?" he said.
"Mind, sir?" echoed the waiter, enquiring mutely of John as he
spoke to Mr. Murrinkle. "Not at all, sir."
He repkced the jug as upon an aery cushion, but the voice of a
protesting China echoed faintly as he withdrew.
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